October 2nd this year marks the 75th anniversary of the birth of Rosaleen Norton,
the woman known to many Australians simply as the witch of Kings Cross. An
exotic figure with piercing eyes, arched eyebrows and an unabashed interest in
matters esoteric, Rosaleen Norton's unusual beliefs, bohemian lifestyle and string
of conflicts with Australia's 'moral guardians' gained her a notoriety that extended
well beyond the inner suburbs of Sydney where she made her home.
It is not, however, for her occult activities (about which, in reality, little is known)
that Rosaleen Norton deserves to be remembered, but rather for her role as one of
twentieth century Australia's most exciting and innovative women artists. That she
is not more widely recognised as such is to the lasting shame of Australia's art
world, and exposes the prejudice and insularity that exists in those circles.
Born in New Zealand in 1917, Rosaleen Norton came to Australia with her family
when she was a child. On finishing school she worked briefly as a journalist and
illustrator, but soon baulked at the restrictions this placed on her creative talents,

and left this position to devote herself more fully to her artistic and esoteric studies.
During this time she eked out a living waitressing and in a variety of other casual
jobs.
She also set up as a pavement artist, staking out a pitch at the end of Rowe Street
near the Sydney GPO, thereby becoming one of the first women in Australia to
bring her art to the public in this way.
During the Second World War, the publication of a number of her pictures in the
magazine Pertinent,drew some attention to her work and led to her first exhibition
which was held at a popular bohemian haunt called Pakie's Club in Elizabeth
Street, Sydney.
It was not until 1949 that her first (and as it transpired, her last) major exhibition
was held. This was arranged by an enthusiastic supporter from Melbourne, Ian
Stapleton, and the venue was the gallery of the Rowden-White Library at
Melbourne University. Given the relatively isolated position of the gallery,
cloistered away within the confines of the university, the exhibition was bound to
be a relatively low-key event. Indeed, that was so for the first few days and
perhaps the most acerbic comment made was by a student-wit who quietly tacked
up a sign requesting visitors not to feed the animals-a reference no doubt to the
fantastic and macabre creatures that were conspicuous in her artworks.
But the exhibition also attracted visitors who viewed the works with somewhat less
humour and it was subjected to a police raid during the first week and four of the
works were seized on the grounds of obscenity.
Rosaleen Norton dismissed the accusations as absurd, telling a reporter from the
Daily Telegraph that 'obscenity, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder. This
fig leaf mentality expresses a very unhealthy attitude.' The magistrate presiding over
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the court in which the charges were
heard must to some extent have agreed
with her, for he found in the artist's
favour, awarding costs against the
police.
The resulting publicity did little for the
success of the exhibition, most
probably attracting only those whose
prurient or sensation-seeking interests
were aroused-and who therefore
would have invariably been
disappointed. More importantly, there
was enormous pressure on Rosaleen
Norton to explain publicly the
symbolism of the paintings and detail

the belief systems underlying them.
This, together with the way that these
explanations were interpreted by the
tabloid press, meant that her first
introduction to the wider populace was
not as a serious artist, but rather as an
eccentric occultist who painted weird
and sometimes lewd pictures.
Unfortunately for Rosaleen Norton, it
was an image which she could not
shake off.
Few of the works on display were sold
and Rosaleen Norton returned to
Sydney where she continued with her
occasional pub and coffee-shop
exhibitions.
Two years after the Melbourne
exhibition, a chance meeting with
Walter Glover led to the publication of
a volume entitled The Art of
Rosaleen Norton, in which a
number of her paintings were
reproduced alongside poems by her
lover, Gavin Greenlees. Legal trouble
again followed swiftly, and Glover was
charged with producing an obscene
publication.

After the hearing, a number of the works reproduced were
brought to the magistrate's attention. Ultimately only two were
deemed to be 'obscene and an offence to chastity and
decency'. Glover was fined five pounds and supposedly required
to black out the two offending plates before continuing with
distribution; however, very few copies were in fact altered in this
way. Meanwhile, Glover was experiencing financial problems and
began a slow slide towards bankruptcy.
By 1955, allegations of Rosaleen Norton's black magic activities were
exciting the public. These were fuelled by the doubtful allegations of a New
Zealand girl who had been picked up by the police on a vagrancy charge and
had told them a story (subsequently retracted) claiming all sorts of degradation
and misery at the hands of Roie (as she was usually called) and friends-who,
it
later transpired, she had not even met.
Shortly after, the police were handed some stolen photographs-apparently
depicting Roie and Gavin Greenlees in some sexual act-and the two were
arrested by the Vice Squad. Virtually simultaneously, other police raided The
Kashmir Cafe in Potts Point and charged the owner under the Obscene
Publications Act for exhibiting 'lewd, lustful and erotic works'.
The nightmare series of court cases that followed and the need to explain and
justify their beliefs and actions, affected both Greenlees and Norton. Greenlees,
who was rather unstable at the best of times, sought psychiatric help to which he
remained tied for the rest of his life.
The continual exposure of her unusual religious beliefs, which might loosely be
termed pagan, certainly put an end to any possibility Rosaleen Norton might have
had of being taken seriously as an artist. She was forever branded in the public

imagination
as 'the witch of
the Cross'. The
possibility of an
exhibition in any
conventional gallery was firmly closed,
and only the most extreme and
courageous of the bohemian pubs and
cafes would publicly display her work.
Unable to reach a wider audience,
Roie had to rely on sales of her artwork
to a few friends and the occasional
curious outsider to eke out a living.
Finding it an impossibility to rid herself

~·-

31

Three Sisters

Whirlwind

Montage

32

~

Gavin O'Keefe, Portrait ol Rosaleen Norton,

AtHome

The Trumpeter

Jester

--

34

1992

of the image of the witch, she actually began to play on it, selling interviews laced
with unlikely claims to breathless tabloids and magazines. Trapped in a cycle of
poverty-for the notorious witch could hardly find gainful employment, even had
she wanted to-Roie's work began to suffer .
All along she had been forced to use cheap materials and virtually all of her
paintings were done on masonite, and pastels and sketches on poor quality paper .
Now, relying almost exclusively on the little money she could raise from selling
paintings (mostly sold, apparently, to individuals of small means who mainly bought
out of curiosity, not artistic inte~est), she grew more slapdash, sometimes copying
earlier works, and with later images lacking the care and intensity of the earlier.
Rosaleen Norton died, impoverished, at the age of sixty-two, on 5 December 1979.
Despite the publication of three works on her life and art-none of which are
currently in print-virtually
all allusions to her these days are to her occult activities
and the scandals with which she was linked . Nevill Drury's biography, Pan's
Daughter, hopefully will be re-issued shortly in England.
So far as can be ascertained, virtually all her surviving works are held in private
hands, some as far afield as Britain and the United States. If any are held in public
collections in Australia, they are certainly not on display.
There was always in her work an essence of strangeness and beauty, strongly
inspired by her interest in paganism and in areas long labelled taboo. But if one
were to compare her approach to that of the wonderfully eccentric Surrealist,
Salvador Dali, a more objective view of her work is possible. Like Dali, Rosaleen
Norton was interested in portraying aspects which were drawn from the
subconscious mind: metaphysical images revolving around beings from mythology,
entities perhaps reminiscent of nightmares.
In common with the Fin de Siecle English artist, Aubrey Beardsley, Rosaleen
Norton also exalted in the depiction of the grotesque, often reinforcing the complex
and powerful satirical elements in her work. As with Beardsley this satire is directed
at prevailing human hypocrisy, particularly with regard to moral, sexual and
religious values and activities. Then, too, both artists gained inspiration from certain
musical compositions. There are reproductions in The Art of Rosaleen Norton
of several pictures undoubtedly linked to listening experiences : Symphony
Fantastique, for instance, was more than likely derived from Berlioz's famous work,
and Symphony in 3 Movements accompanied a Gavin Greenlees poem subtitled To

the Music of Igor Stravinsky.
The work of Norman Lindsay, for whom she had once sat as a model, must have
had at least some influence on Roie Norton. Some of her sketches and pastels seem
to evidence a stylistic similarity, particularly in their portrayal of the human figure,
although her paintings have a looseness and freedom seldom found in his work . It
was really in their choice of subject matter, though, that the two artists came closest:
paganism in its most unadulterated form, the beauty of male and female nudity, and
the enjoyment of primal passions.
These preoccupations did not endear either Lindsay or Norton to the contemporary
artistic establishment, although Lindsay managed to gain critical acceptance, at
least partially because of the larger scope of his work, which encompassed many
areas, including children's book illustration . Rosaleen Norton, however, remained
uncompromisingly esoteric in her artwork.
It would have been difficult in the l940s or '50s for a man to find acceptance with
this type of work, but for a woman it was utterly impossible. She was, quite simply,
pushed to the far margins of the artistic world, and left there to languish, whilst
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others of less talent but with a more
conservative bent (or greater ability to
compromise) were admitted to the fold.
Now that Rosaleen Norton is safely
dead and we can afford to be a little
more tolerant of her less-thanconventional spiritual beliefs, the time
might be ripe for a reappraisal of her
artistry . This time her works could be
judged on their merit alone, and not
based solely on a distorted vision of
the artist's life.
To do this it would be helpful to gather
together her surviving pdintings and
drawings and stage the proper
exhibition she was denied in her
lifetime. In a small way this might bring
some belated justice to Rosaleen
Norton, and allow us at last to
appreciate her for what she was: an
original and innovative artist unique in
the Australian scene.

Gavin O'Keefe & Keith Richmond
In fond memory of Walter Glover who
died recently, who was of so much
help to Roie and who kindly supplied
the photographs used in this article.
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